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The functional psychology is so new that there have been as yet
few attempts to apply its principles to the field of art, although all the
odd definitions, particularly those of literary criticism, need to be
reinterpreted in terms of human activity. The laws that Aristotle in
the Poetics drew from first-hand observation, and the later modifica-
tions of these laws into rules, have become so hallowed by repetition
that they are not only accepted without question, but are placed in the
category of all sacred things — existent not for an age but for all time.
The drama has, of course, generally been allowed to be active in its
nature, yet the force of such a concession has been largely destroyed
by the old dualism which separates the art product from the society
behind it, and the formalism which sets off each genre in a tight box
of its own. Comedy, for example, was defined by Aristotle as the
imitation of a ludicrous action; the ludicrous as a defect that is
neither painful nor destructive. Developing these meager sugges-
tions, later critical theory decided that comedy must 'begin turbulently
and end happily,' must imitate the ' follies and foibles' of men and
must exaggerate a little by making humanity appear ' worse than
life.'1 Of a piece with this is the old idea of comic pleasure as a
' sense of superiority,' the result of a comparison involving a distinct
feeling of ' lower ' and 'higher.' Now there is truth in both these
statements, but a truth beclouded by habitual and unquestioning
acceptance and in great need of modification and reformulation.

First then, we must admit that the comic experience does indeed
involve a conscious ' feeling,' for it is more than the mere shock which
produces laughter. There is nothing really comic in the instinctive
guffaw that greets a fall or a piece of clumsiness on the street or on
the stage; such a reaction is only the physiological result of a slight
nervous tension suddenly resolved. The element of comedy, distinct
from horse-play and farce, comes in, as Meredith years ago pointed

1 Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, ed. by Butcher, 4th ed. (Lon-
don, 1907), pp. 372 ff. For a convenient summary of later definitions of
comedy, cf. Spingarn, Literary Criticism in the Renaissance, 2d ed. (New
York, 1908), pp. 66 ff.
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out, only when the laughter becomes thoughtful,1 that is, in psycho-
logical terms, when the state of expectancy or maladjustmant is not
too uncomfortable to permit of intellectual criticism, and when this
criticism, by finding the key to the situation, causes the tension to give
way to harmonious activity. In short, the comic experience is of the
same type as all other successful experiences; the sense of superiority
is too narrow a term for it, unless we generously interpret superiority
to mean triumph, not necessarily over a person but over a set of cir-
cumstances. Truly comic was the pleasure felt by a small girl whom
not long ago I watched as she puzzled over her hand and glove. For
the first time she had become keenly conscious of them as two
objects ; her brows were knit, her mouth was drawn, as she compared
her own small fingers to the woolen ones; gradually she discovered
the likeness between the two sets of things, and after some experiment
she found out the secret — the glove fitted on the hand. Then,
relaxed and bubbling with laughter, she several times pulled on and
took off her glove, happily mastering the situation.

It was apparently in just some such simple form that the comic
sense first appeared on the stage. Primitive dramatic art is so unor-
ganized that it can hardly be said to consist of anything but a series of
life-like situations, which, because of their practical and magical con-
nections with tribal welfare, are vividly colored by tribal emotion. For
this reason the earliest hunt dances and war dances — neither comic nor
tragic in our sense of the words — are predominantly serious in tone.s

Wundt suggestss that the grotesque Mime, once freighted with solemn
religious meaning, cannot be regarded as burlesque until its subject-
matter has become so thoroughly familiar as to be no longer mysterious
and sacred. When the attention of the tribe shifts from hunting to
agriculture, the animal ceases to be looked upon as a sacred object
and the hunt dance can be somewhat freely criticized; therefore, as
the uncomfortably serious feelings aroused by the Mime break down
before a realization that the rite is only an old custom, now unimpor-
tant to the tribal welfare, spectators and actors begin to take a comic
pleasure in the disguises of the players. Not until then can the indi-
vidual dancer venture to introduce changes into his part or attempt, by
over-emphasis of certain features, to help the audience observe that he
is not the bird or beast he represents. There is a real analogy here to

xAn Essay on Comedy and the Uses of the Comic Spirit (New York, 1905),
P-5«.

JCf. Thomas, Source Book of Social Origins (Chicago, 1909), Part II., for
descriptions of primitive plays.

s Volkerpsychologie (Leipzig, 1900), Vol. II., Pt. I. and Pt. V.
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the case of the child with the glove; in both instances a slightly uncom-
fortable puzzle is solved by a perception of the similarity and differ-
ence in two sets of things, in the one instance two sets of fingers, in
the other the real actors and the beasts they represent. The resultant
pleasure in each case is due to comprehension and mastery. This
final harmony and the preceding moment of comparison seem to be
the fundamental elements in the comic experience.

Doubtless the easy success of so primitive a comic appeal as ' dis-
guisings and maskings' accounts for the survival of the device long
after dramatic art had become a form of sophisticated expression. Yet
this motif remains as a means to an end rather than as a chief interest
in these later plays; the formula that explains its satisfactoriness must
be applied to the ' developing action' of each piece if we would dis-
cover whether or not it is sound. In the usual phrase, a comedy
begins in confusion and ends happily, often by means of a ' recog-
nition ' ; according to the psychological restatement, a comedy pres-
ents the solution, by criticism, of a puzzling state of affairs — a read-
justment of warring forces by the choice of a way out that makes for
harmony. It follows that the subjects proper to comedy cannot be the
great mysteries of life, the conflicts too severe to be easily criticized,
but rather those lighter problems which because they have been partly
worked out by society, are more familiar, are freer from emotion and
therefore capable of an intellectual solution. But no matter how ade-
quate to the problem may be the solving of a dramatic complication,
the play will not be called a comedy unless the majority of its specta-
tors agree that the conclusion is * happy.' Although Ibsen's Nora
closes the door of her Doll's House behind her, choosing the only
way to self-respect from the indirections of her past life, the play is
still regarded as a tragedy; this can only be because for most people
it offends the sentimental ideal of ' woman's sphere ' by its relentless
exposure of how unfit for any sphere a protected ' doll ' must be.

The value of a play, then, cannot be determined once and for all;
it will shift with the changing interests of humanity. As we have seen
the earliest appearances of the comic sense seem to have been depen-
dent upon practical changes in social organization; the satiric element
in the primitive burlesque was directed against old myths no longer
useful to the people. In a little play described by Him,1 a more insis-
tent satire pillories an unsocial individual who had transgressed public

1 Origins of Art (London, 1900), pp. 158-9. A girl who had eloped with an
undesirable lover was forced to witness the realistic presentation of her misdeeds
until she was reduced to tears of shame by the laughter of the audience.
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morality. In this latter instance and in the passionate invective of
Aristophanes, comedy voices group sentiment, tradition and the customs
of the fathers. In a more civilized age it may be the chosen form of
expression of a radical individual, a satirist like Jonson or Moliere or
Shaw or Ibsen. It is these later plays which are notyclassed as com-
edies by the audiences that first see them, because they present a point
of view in advance of average public opinion;1 but just as surely as
the problem presented in them is solved satisfactorily by the dramatist,
and as he is able to impose his ideas on his generation and on poster-
ity, just so surely will his work take rank as comic. Unlike the pure-
ly destructive satirist whose bitterness makes him see things tragically,
and equally unlike the farcical writer who cares only to rouse boister-
ous laughter, the great comic artist is a constructive thinker. He looks
out on the world with the idea of solving its puzzles not by hasty revo-
lutionary action, but by cool thought, by deliberate choice and by
careful readjustment.

>Cf. Baldwin, J. M., Social and Ethical Interpretations (New York, 1897),
pp. 460 ff.


